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SA F E T Y  ON T H E  H IG H W A Y S
By P rof. W. K. H att,
Head, School of Civil Engineering, Purdue University.
T he construction  in du stry  am ounts to an o u tp u t of six b il­
lion dollars a year in the U nited  S tates, th a t is fourteen per cent 
of the national income. Of this, one billion is pu t in to h ighw ays 
in one form  or another.
W e are only a t the beg inning of the highw ay industry , how ­
ever. T he fa rth er we go the m ore im p ortan t the operation  of 
the h ighw ays becom es. O peration  involves a m ost im p ortan t 
elem ent— the m ain tenance of roads. S ta te  H ighw ay  E ngineers 
are alive to the im portance and com plexity of the problem s of 
m aintenance. O ur county  h ighw ay superin tenden ts have no 
less in terest in th is very  difficult task  of m ain ta in ing  roads 
against the traffic of m otor vehicles. T hey , as well as the sta te  
engineers, are g ravely  concerned w ith  the safety of the roads 
under their charge.
A ccidents are increasing rapid ly  w ith  the seventeen million 
m otor vehicles on the roads of the U nited  S tates. T he use of 
the h ighw ays under certain  critical conditions of traffic is now a 
hazardous occupation.
A ccidents on stree ts  and h ighw ays increased fourteen per 
cent last year, w hereas accidents in o ther classes decreased. 
T w en ty -tw o  thousand  six hundred people w ere killed on the 
s tree ts  and h ighw ays of the U nited  S tates last y ea r; e ighty  per 
cent of these w ere killed e ither in d riv ing  autom obiles or g e t­
tin g  in the w ay of autom obiles. H alf of these accidents w ere 
due to recklessness and carelessness. W e m ay con trast th is 
figure of tw en ty -tw o  thousand six hundred w ith  the fact th a t in 
the four years of the Civil W a r one hundred and ten thousand 
U nion soldiers w ere killed in b a ttle  or died of w ounds. I t  has 
been said th a t if the h ighw ay accidents keep on a t their p resen t 
rate, w e will approach in four years the casualties of the Civil 
W ar.
T here  are four persons concerned in avoiding accidents— 
first, the engineers w ho build and m ain tain  the highw ays ; sec­
ond, the m anufactu rers w ho supply the au to m o b ile s ; th ird , the 
m an who drives the au to m o b ile ; and fourth , the pedestrian  w ho 
w alks the roads. Each of these four m ust look ahead and do his 
best to  avoid accidents. W e m ust no t only desire safety, bu t 
we m ust also study the cause of accidents in a scientific way, 
and then create the conditions which prom ote safety.
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T he county  highw ay superin tenden ts have no w ay of p re­
ven ting  the reckless and careless person from  driv ing an au to ­
mobile. I t  is up to the sta te  au tho rities to  license only com ­
pe ten t persons after an exam ination as to their fitness. T he 
county  h ighw ay superin tenden ts, how ever, can m ake the roads 
reasonably  safe for the reasonable driver.
I t  is th is g row th  of accidents on the highw ays th a t led Mr. 
H erb e rt H oover, S ecretary  of Com m erce of the U nited  States, 
to call a N ational Conference on S tree t and H ighw ay Safety in 
W ash ing ton , D. C. T o  this conference w ere gathered  various 
persons in terested  in build ing highw ays, in construc ting  au to ­
m obiles, in p lann ing  cities, in education in the public schools in 
order to s tu dy  the reasons w hy accidents occur and the best 
m eans of p reven ting  them .
T here  is a lot of m isinform ation and erroneous views of 
the cause of h ighw ay accidents. M any unexpected facts resu lt 
from  a careful study. F or instance, it is found by actual observa­
tion th a t m ore accidents occur on the s tra ig h t p a rt of a road than 
on curved parts. T his is con trary  to the usual view. T he fact 
th a t there are m ore accidents on the s tra ig h t roads is explained 
by the ex tra  precautions taken by the drivers in points of danger, 
like curved roads, w hereas on the s tra igh t-a-w ay  their a tten tion  
is diverted and they  becom e careless.
A nother erroneous view is som etim es held th a t high speed is 
in itself a necessary cause of accidents. T he fact is th a t one 
vehicle m oving too slow ly is likely to force o ther vehicles, w hich 
travel a t a reasonable ra te  of speed, to pass it, and thus incur a 
danger on a tw o-track  road.
T he fact is th a t our highw ays are now becom ing so crowded 
th a t speed is necessary if they are to discharge the traffic. A ny 
piling up of traffic because of slow speed will increase accidents.
In  o ther w ords, we are com ing to the condition of a railw ay 
w here traffic m ust be kep t going over the tracks, and there m ust 
be all sorts of signs, signals and con tro lling  devices. T hese 
traffic rules, these signs and signals are for the purpose of 
expediting  traffic and not for slow ing it.
T o prom ote safety on the highw ays the roads should have 
a m inim um  w idth of 18 feet. T he grades should not be too steep, 
not over six per cent. T here  m ust be a good clear vision ahead 
for a t least th ree hundred feet. W h ite  streaks should be painted 
in the m iddle of paved roads at the top of hills and around curves 
so as to  keep cars on their own paths of travel. T he bottom  
of telegraph poles and other side p ro jecting  objects should be 
painted a ligh t color. Signs should indicate steep grades, sharp  
curves, and railw ay crossings. H ighw ays cannot be m ade “fool 
proof,” bu t signs will w arn  the careful driver.
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T he autom obile bu ilder m ust furnish good brakes w hich 
w ork w hen required and proper lights w hich will not drive the 
approaching  vehicle off the road. H e m ust lim it the w idth  of 
truck s so th a t they m ay be passed w ith ou t danger.
T he driver m ust see th a t his brakes are m ain tained in good 
condition, the w hole car in good w ork ing  order, and a w ind shield 
w iper installed.
A pedestrian  m ust obey traffic laws, m ust no t do any “jay  
w alk ing .” W hen on the road at n igh t the pedestrian  should 
carry  a lan tern  and keep on the left side of the road. F or the 
pedestrian  the engineer should provide a sm ooth path  along the 
side of the road in the shape of a good shoulder to the road. As 
a fundam ental rule, the driver of the autom obile should yield to 
the pedestrian  w hen their paths in tersect. O nly com petent 
drivers, those w ith ou t physical defects th a t in terfere w ith  safe 
operation, should be licensed, and reckless drivers deprived of 
the ir cars. T he punishm ent of w ilfully reckless drivers is se l­
dom adequate. Som ew here carelessness becom es a crim e.
T he w hole question of h ighw ay safety is one of the m ost 
vital questions before the public. I t  influences the layou t of city 
stree ts  and the w ork of city park  com m issioners. F inal solution 
does not depend upon general opinions, bu t on scientific s tudy  of 
the causes and na tu re  of accidents.
System atic, thorough  and continuous education of the pub­
lic will lead to few er accidents, as in fields of industria l accidents. 
U n iform ity  of law s in the several s ta tes will also prom ote safety.
In Ind iana we have a large m ileage of good roads, bu t 
m uch m ust yet be done to increase h ighw ay safety. Curves 
should be w idened and banked, guard  rails of sub stan tia l type 
should be erected on the shoulders of em bankm ents, especially 
near curved roads approaching  bridges w here m any people now 
run off the road a t night. T here  are m any narrow  bridges in 
Ind iana w hich should be changed to tw o line traffic bridges at 
least tw en ty -tw o  feet wide betw een rails. R oadw ay shoulders 
should be kep t in good condition. T o the users of autom obiles 
we m ust say, te s t your brakes, keep your w ind shield clean, use 
your lights so as not to blind an on-com ing car, keep your own 
side of the road, and be careful no t to pass a car in fron t of you 
unless you have a sure righ t-of-w ay against an oncom ing car. 
Lose a m inute and save a life.
